Background
Over the last three decades a dramatic increase in premarital cohabitation and more permanent non-marital unions has taken place in western industrialized societies (Blossfeld, 1995) . This is especially true of Scandinavia, where Sweden has been the trend-setting country. In Sweden, by the latter half of the 1980s, 78 percent of all women between 20 and 24 years of age in unions were unmarried while the corresponding figure for Norway was 59 percent (Kiernan, 1996) . As cohabitation has become more prevalent and accepted in western post-industrialized societies, progressively more children are born and grow up in such families (Bumpass et al., 1991; Clarke, 1996) . Surprisingly, even if children's well-being is a main consideration of concern in relation to family changes, only a few analyses are using children as the analytical unit. The USAand the UK are forerunning countries in this respect (Bumpass and Lu, 2000; Clarke et al., 1997) . This study presents the only large-scale survey set in Scandinavia -a region with unparalleled rises This article presents a nationwide study of family dissolution among cohabiting and married parents of three cohorts of Norwegian children born in 1980, 1986 and 1992 respectively. The study focuses on two main topics: the dissolution trend of consensual and marital unions, and factors affecting the dissolution rates of parental unions. The results show that children of cohabiting parents run a much higher risk of dissolution compared to children in marital unions and this risk is not diminishing as cohabitation becomes more widespread. Event history analysis shows that among important predictors of family dissolution the two most important are number of siblings and whether parents are married or not. Other important factors are mother's age upon entering the union, and the presence of older half-sisters/-brothers. The consequences for children living in consensual unions are discussed.
in children born in consensual unions 1 -which has employed children as the unit of analyses of family changes.
The Scandinavian setting
About every second Scandinavian child is now born outside wedlock, most of them to a consensual union. This is an increasingly common phenomenon in other countries also. Recent figures from Britain and France show that 30 and 36 percent respectively of all children are born outside marriage, and the vast majority of these cases are born in consensual unions (Clarke, 1996; Toulemon, 1997) . Nevertheless, in most western, post-industrialized societies cohabitation is still more often a prelude to marriage rather than an alternative way of living together. An important feature distinguishing Scandinavia from other western countries is the shift of parenthood from marriage to cohabitation. Because the trends in most western societies show a progressive increase in non-marital cohabitation that also includes children, the experiences of and implications arising from the Scandinavian countries are of importance with regard to children's welfare in other industrialized societies also.
Despite the Scandinavian pioneering lead with regard to childbearing in consensual unions, the issue is almost untouched by social scientists. One reason for this may be a very early article by Swedish sociologist Jan Trost (1978) , stating the long historical traditions of conceptions outside marriage, and that modern consensual unions are little more than a variation of marriage. Another reason may be that consensual unions were associated with a protest against patriarchal marriages, representing a route towards more equalized unions (Prinz, 1995) . Hence, with the emergence of the consensual union, social scientists took the view that this was not an important social change, and to the degree to which it represented something new, it was a welcome, modern type of partnership. Until the 1990s, the issue was hardly touched upon outside scattered demographic research with little influence on mainstream sociology. Meanwhile, outside Scandinavia scientific attention towards consensual unions increased.
The present article argues that the neglect of consensual unions in social science in Scandinavia has concealed important implications. This is particularly true when children are the focus of analyses, a matter that is hardly explored in a setting where births in consensual unions are among the highest in the industrialized world. children are more stable than those without. Nonetheless, recent research, both in Scandinavia and in other western societies, has shown that children born in cohabiting unions are exposed to a larger risk of family dissolution than children born in marriage (Bumpass and Lu, 2000; Cherlin, 1992; Clarke et al., 1997; Hoem and Hoem, 1992; Jensen and Clausen, 1997; Toulemon, 1995 Toulemon, , 1997 .
There may be many explanations for this. One hypothesis, with ample empirical support, states that attitudes of cohabiting couples towards marriage and divorce differ from those of married couples. Studies of consensual unions in general indicate that the more dissolution-prone individuals are choosing cohabitation through a self-selection process (Lillard et al., 1995) . The cohabitants are less committed to the relationship, are more accepting of family dissolution or divorce and are proponents of increased individualism in western societies (DeMaris and Rao, 1992; Hall and Zhao, 1995; Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1992) . There is empirical evidence to back the hypothesis that non-marital and marital couples employ different criteria when selecting their partners, in that 'cohabiters anticipate time together, married persons anticipate a lifetime' (Schoen and Weinick, 1993) . Moreover, research indicates that non-marital and marital unions differ in the quality of the relationship. Nock (1995) found that cohabiting people were less happy in their unions compared with married couples, and others have found that their relationships with their partners were of a lower quality (Brown and Booth, 1996; Lesthaeghe and Moors, 1996) . Cohabitation as a prelude to marriage appears to be a happier arrangement than cohabitation as an alternative to marriage (Kiernan, 1999) .
While 'the contraceptive revolution' has greatly enhanced the possibilities of controlling childbearing, there are indications that children are more often unplanned in consensual unions than in marriage (Kravdal, 1997; Smart and Stevens, 2000) . While pre-union conceptions have long historical roots in Scandinavia and the UK (Jensen, 1999; McRae, 1997) , the social institution of parenthood has changed. Shotgun marriages are substituted by shotgun cohabitation. A main impetus for getting married (pregnancy) is turned into a main obstacle where the wedding is a major event between partners who want to be sure that they marry for love and not because they have to (McRae, 1999 ). An increase in the proportion of children being born in a consensual union may signal a series of precarious situations in terms of their parents' readiness to become parents.
In general, children born to cohabiting parents have a weaker position in terms of the parents' education and income (see McRae, 1993; Manning and Lichter, 1996; Manning and Smock, 1997) . A lower socioeconomic status of children born to cohabiting parents has been recently confirmed in Norway and Denmark (Heide Ottosen, 2000; Jensen and Clausen, 2000) .
Most studies on consensual unions are carried out in countries where it is not culturally accepted to have children in such unions rather than in marriage, such as in Central Europe (e.g. Lesthaeghe and Moors, 1996) . Manting (1994) draws attention to the changing social meaning of cohabitation as it becomes more widespread. As consensual unions are diffused to large sections of the population, the meaning of marriage also changes. In countries where consensual unions are common, getting married seems to carry a stronger signal of commitment than having a baby (Toulemon, 1995) . In this sense consensual unions may 'fortify' their counterpart, namely marriage. On the other hand, as cohabitation becomes more widespread, one could expect the distinction between those who cohabit and those who marry to decrease, leading to a diminishing of the fragility of consensual unions.
Children born in consensual unions have parents who are less fortunate than those with married parents in terms of parental emotional motivations and happiness, unplanned childbearing and economic resources. This indicates that selection effects are at work in several respects. Besides the effects of selection, research has shown that the experience of cohabitation may generate attitudes which are more liberal towards family dissolution and divorce. A much cited article discussing selection and 'cohabitation effects' lent support to the selection hypothesis as well as furnishing evidence in support of 'the existence of causal factors linking nonmarital cohabiting experiences with subsequent approval of divorce' (Axinn and Thornton, 1992: 372) . Changes over time may be seen as one indicator of a 'cohabitation effect'. If the risks of parental dissolution remain stable during periods where cohabitation becomes more widespread -and less select -we may take this as an indication that the consensual union is a family type distinct from marriage even when it is culturally accepted.
In this article our point of departure is change over time in children's risk of parental dissolution. We focus on the importance of parents' marital status when a child is born and possible changes in this importance over a period of time as cohabitation becomes increasingly more accepted in Norwegian society. If cohabiting couples continue to be more prone to dissolve their relationship while such unions are becoming more accepted, more children experience the precariousness of disrupted families (Amato and Keith, 1991; McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994) . The link between children and their father may be particularly fragile in these families (Furstenberg and Harris, 1992) . While these may be children of parents who have themselves experienced a family dissolution, they may in turn add to future family dissolutions. Kiernan (1999) has found a higher likelihood of persons who have experienced a divorce between their own parents, to cohabit rather than to marry.
The aims of the present study are twofold. First, we describe the trends in family dissolution for children born to married and cohabiting parents over time. Since non-marital unions are generally more fragile than marriages, we hypothesize that children born to parents living in consensual unions run a higher risk of experiencing family dissolution than children born to married couples. A more important question is whether the risk of dissolution has declined over the period when increasingly more children are born into cohabitation. Are children born to cohabitants getting more similar to those born to married parents? Second, we focus on other factors that affect the risk of family dissolution, and whether consensual unions remain a more vulnerable situation for children after controlling for such factors.
Data, sample and methods
The recent rise in the incidence of cohabitation and the fact that these unions imply an increased risk of dissolution has important implications for children in western societies. In Norway, like many other countries, the exact trend and extent of cohabitation have been concealed in official statistics because common law marriages have not been treated as a separate family status category. For this reason, the official statistics show an exaggerated share of children living with lone mothers while a substantial proportion of these children are, in fact, living with parents who are cohabiting.
2 Towards the end of the 1980s, it was evident that official statistics increasingly gave a distorted picture of children's families. To resolve this problem the first survey on 'Children's Families' was carried out in 1988. The survey used children as the statistical unit, while information was obtained from an adult in the child's household. A main finding from this survey was that, in spite of a strong increase in births outside marriage, no increase had taken place in the proportion of children born to lone mothers (Jensen et al., 1991) . Almost a decade later, in 1996, the 'Children's Families' survey was repeated (Jensen and Clausen, 1997) . The two surveys enable us to describe family changes among Norwegian children from a point in time when only a small minority of children were born into cohabitation, until a time when this was the situation for every third child, in 1992. Development since 1992 shows a continued increase reaching, by 2000, every second child. Figure 1 shows the estimated proportions of children in Norway born to married, cohabiting and lone parents during the period 1972-92, employing both surveys. During this period the percentage of children born in consensual unions increased from 4 to 33 percent, while the figures for children born to married couples decreased correspondingly, from 92 to 61 percent. Children born to lone mothers remained relatively stable at about 4 percent as illustrated in the figure.
The sample The present study focuses on 'Children's Families 1996'. The survey was conducted in Norway, in May-June 1996 by Statistics Norway by means of a postal questionnaire. The sample is nationwide and consists of children from three birth cohorts, i.e. 1980, 1986 and 1992 . The overall response rate was 71 percent. The questionnaires were filled in by one of the parents, usually the mothers (80 percent). We focus here on the children born to nonmarital vs marital unions, which means that children of lone mothers (about 4 percent of the sample) are left out. The total number of children in this study is 3088.
Analytical strategy
The results are presented in two parts, one descriptive and one analytical. In the descriptive part (Table 1 ) the demographic variables of all the children are presented.
Having this as a starting point, the subsequent analyses have been carried out in two phases. As a first step, life-table estimates of the proportion of union dissolution for both married and cohabiting couples at the time of the child's birth have been conducted. These analyses have been performed separately for each cohort (Table 2 ). In the next step, we have employed a proportional hazard model to analyse the effects of the covariates on family stability (Table 3) .
3 At this stage we are informed by the characteristics of children experiencing a family dissolution. Readers with little mathematical ballast may consult Heaton and Call (1995) who provide an excellent nontechnical introduction to this model of analysis of event history data. The main idea is that we get an estimate of the relative risk that an individual experiences an event (in our case a parental break-up) as measured from one point in time (for example from age 1 to age 3) given that the individual was at risk (living with cohabiting or married parents) at the first point of time (in our case at age 1). Results Table 1 presents the relative sample distributions for each cohort for the relevant covariates of this study. The table confirms the strong increase in the proportion of children born to cohabiting parents, from 10 percent in the 1980 cohort to 33 percent in the 1992 cohort. 'Region' shows that about one-fifth of the children in the sample lived in the Oslo (capital) area and north Norway respectively, while about three-fifths lived in the southern part of Norway. There has been an increase in the level of mother's education from the older to the younger cohorts -primarily among those with 4-7 years of education beyond obligatory schooling.
4 Most children in all cohorts have siblings and about every second child in the 1980 cohort has at least two siblings. It is still not common to have older half-siblings, less than 10 percent of the sample. We have included this covariate as an indicator of 'higher-order' families for at least one of the parents. As we can see, this situation is getting more common. The mean age of mother when entering the union shows little change over time and is about 23 years.
One aim of this study is to analyse the probability of family dissolution among children born into a consensual union during the period from 1980, when such unions were still very uncommon, until 1992 when every third child was born in such unions. These children are compared to those born into a marriage. The results show that children living in consensual unions run a much higher risk of dissolution compared to children of married couples. The log rank test (see Namboodiri and Suchindran, 1987) shows that the differences in dissolution rates between union types are significant within each cohort. At the time of the interview the 1980 cohort had a dissolution rate of 14.5 percent among those born in marriage, compared to 35.4 percent among those born in consensual unions. The comparable figures in the 1992 cohort are 4.9 vs 15.5 percent. Comparing across family types displays large differences, while comparing across cohorts reveals only minor changes. This indicates that risk levels in consensual unions stay high in spite of its diffusion to larger sections of the population.
At age 3 we can see that a small increase in dissolution rates from children born in cohabiting unions in 1980 to those born in 1992 has taken place (11.5 vs 15.5 percent). However, an increase is found also among children born in marriage (3.2 versus 4.9 percent). Hence, a small increase in family dissolution at age 3 is found both among children born in marriage and cohabiting unions, but the level remains much higher for those born in a consensual union. Comparing the 1980 and 1986 cohorts at age 9 gives a similar outcome: a relative high degree of stability within the two family types over cohorts and sustained sharp differences across family types. Table   C 
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2 indicates that the increase in dissolution is slightly stronger among children born in marriage, but the main feature is one of continued and stable higher risk of dissolution among children born in cohabitation over the period. In conclusion: even if increasingly more children are born into cohabitation, no sign is found for an associated decrease in dissolution rates.
Our next question is the degree to which family dissolution is influenced by a set of factors as presented in Table 1. Table 3 presents the results. The table shows the Cox coefficients β and exp (β), which estimate the effects of the different covariates on the baseline hazard rate. Exp (β) gives the relative risks of family dissolution; a coefficient greater than 1.0 increases the risk of family dissolution compared to the reference category, which is set to unity.
The number of siblings is the single most important factor, where being a single child enhances the risk of family dissolution almost three times more than children having at least two siblings. Next in terms of importance is marital status of parents at the birth of the child. Children born to cohabiting parents have a 2.47 times higher risk of family dissolution than children born to married parents, net of the influence of all other factors. Furthermore, the presence of an older half-sibling, indicating that the child is born into a higher-order family, almost doubles the risk of a subsequent family dissolution. Together, these three factors, number of siblings, marital status of parents and half-sibling, turn out to be the most significant predictors of family dissolution. Among the other factors we find that children of mothers who where young when entering the union carry a higher risk and so do children living in the capital of Norway (Oslo), in line with official statistics on regional differences in divorce rates. To some surprise, the effect of mother's education is not significant when we controlled for the other factors included. The results indicate a higher dissolution rate for less well-educated women, but these effects are mainly mediated through other factors. Education works in combination with other factors such as number of siblings, marital status, region and age at entering union. Neither do we find significant effects of cohort, net of the other factors. This implies that when we control for other factors, among which the number of siblings and marital status are the most important, there is no significant change in the relative risk of family dissolution from children born in 1980 to those born in 1992.
The model also contains the interaction term between union type and cohort. This effect is not significant, which shows that there is no change in the risk of dissolution for children in consensual unions over birth cohorts, which was suggested by the univariate life-table analysis in Table 2 . A main factor explaining risk of family dissolution is whether children are born in marriage or in a consensual union, also over a period of time when the latter union type has become much more widespread.
Discussion and conclusions
Our purpose with the present article has been twofold. We wanted to uncover trends in family dissolution for children born to married and cohabiting parents, and we were interested in analysing the impact of various covariates on union dissolution. The results confirm that cohabitation and marriage are two different family types in terms of stability. While the parents of 10 percent of the children of the 1980 cohort were united in common law marriages at the time of the birth of the children, this share had risen to 33 percent for the 1992 cohort, and has continued to rise since. Cohabiting parents in Norway are culturally accepted, but they have not embarked upon family life on equal terms with married couples. The high risk of dissolution prevails. The small differences in dissolution rates across cohorts, combined with the large differences between union types, indicate that cohabitation is a family type distinct from marriage. The results of this analysis reveal a persistent fragility of consensual unions in spite of its diffusion to larger segments of the population.
Turning to covariates, we find that family composition and union type are the most important factors in explaining relative risks of family dissolution. This is in accordance with previous analyses. From Sweden it is shown that the presence of children stabilizes the unions of both marriage and consensual unions. On the other hand, from France it is shown that marriage is more important for union stability than the presence of children (Hoem and Hoem, 1992; Toulemon, 1995 Toulemon, , 1997 . Two child-related effects of risk of parental break-up are included in our analysis: the effect of being a single child and the effect of having an older half-sister or -brother. Both effects greatly enhance the risks of dissolution. Of the two, being a single child is the most important. Thus, the presence of siblings can have both a negative and a positive effect on children's family stability: there is a positive correlation between having siblings and family stability, and a negative correlation between having step-siblings and family stability. Hence, the results indicate that children with siblings have a lower risk of parental break-up while an increased (but less important) risk stems from having an older half-sibling. Since children born in consensual unions more often are a single child as well as having step-siblings, the impact of the child-related factors is consistent with the higher fragility of consensual unions.
We should be careful in interpreting our results as direct effects of the siblings per se. The positive correlation between number of children and family stability can be given different interpretations. It may be true that having more siblings influences family life positively, adding to overall happiness. In addition, having more children increases the costs of dissolution of parents. But it may also be true that a selection process is at work between parents who have more children and those with fewer. The parents with numerous children may be those who are already convinced that their family will endure, while the one-child families may have been in doubt from the very beginning. In both cases, this would accord with previous findings concerning the quality of the parental relationship. If children add to family happiness, or, alternatively, if the happiest couples have more children, a correspondence between a low number of children and less happiness may be expected among cohabitants.
Likewise, the presence of older step-siblings indicates that these are 'higher-order' families, which have been shown to have higher instability than first families in several studies (Blanc, 1987; Cherlin, 1978) . The reasons may be that such families are confronted with different problems on a large scale, and not necessarily problems related to the child.
The combined effect of the two child-related factors reveals an interesting interplay with union types. For a firstborn, the likelihood that the family dissolves is high if the parents do not go on to have another child. On the other hand, if the child has an older half-sister or -brother (the children do not have common parents) this also enhances the probability of a family dissolution. Hence, more siblings 'protect' children from family dissolution, but only if they are 'full' siblings. The probabilities of being a single child and/or having an older half-sister or -brother are higher among children born in consensual unions than among those born in marriage.
The study confirms that characteristics of the parents' unions are important for stability and this pattern is very little influenced by its diffusion into society. The risk of parental dissolution is persistently high for children born to cohabiting parents and the number and composition of siblings are of vital importance for this pattern.
Among the socioeconomic factors, the results reveal that children of teenage mothers have a higher probability of family dissolution. From another study (Clarke and Jensen, forthcoming) , we know that these children are often born in a consensual union. But fewer than 4 percent of children in Norway are born to a teenage mother. As expected, we also find that family dissolution is most pronounced in the capital area, Oslo. Whatever interplay with socioeconomic factors, however, the outstanding finding of this study is the persistent relationship between a high risk of family dissolution and consensual unions. This is, at the same time, the family type within which more children are being born.
The consequences of this development for children are many fold. We discuss four consequences. First, several studies agree that children growing up in a one-parent family, in most cases the mother, are faced with problems particularly in terms of deprived economic conditions (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994) . This is connected to the general consequences of family dissolution for children.
Second, children with parents who dissolve their cohabitation face particular problems. Children with parents dissolving a consensual union have fathers faced by more obstacles if they want daily custody after dissolution than children with married fathers.
5 According to Scandinavian family law, fathers gain legal rights to children through marriage. Non-married fathers may apply to the authorities (in agreement with the mothers) for shared parental rights to children born outside marriage. Amendments to the legislation to simplify these procedures are now on the agenda in all three Scandinavian countries. However, for children in this study, consensual unions imply a weakening of the legal ties between father and child. Being unmarried, the cohabiting mother will most often have sole legal rights at the time of the termination of the relationship (a circumstance which at the time will undermine the position of the father). As a result of these processes, after dissolution of consensual unions children are even more likely to live with the mother. About 90 percent of the children remain with their mothers after family dissolution, but the overall tendency is strongly influenced by the age of the child. Among children under 7 years more than 95 percent live with the mother, while almost 20 percent of teenagers may live with the father. Official statistics in Norway indicate that the proportion of young children living with a lone father, as opposed to a lone mother, has declined over the last decade. Cohabitation is the most likely explanation for this unexpected development since parental break-up in consensual unions tends on average to occur when children are younger than in marriage: consensual unions dissolve after a shorter period of time, the children will be younger and the likelihood that a child will continue to live with the mother is stronger if the child is young when the parents part. The issue of fathers and children in consensual unions need more exploration than we can provide in this study. For example, it cannot be ruled out that these fathers are less involved in fatherhood from the start, given that children are more often unplanned.
A third consequence for children, also particular to those with cohabiting parents at the time of dissolution, is the lack of public registration. While this is not a consequence felt by the individual child, one may argue that children's family experiences to a large degree escape public attention. Official statistics in Norway include only formal divorces while dissolution of consensual unions are not registered. As a result one may have a very modest increase (and in principle even a decline) in the official registration of children experiencing divorce, at the same time as there is an increase in the proportion of children experiencing family dissolution. Cohabitation is increasingly removing children's family experience from public surveillance.
Fourth, as shown from this analysis, a gap may emerge between, on the one hand, one group of children who live with both parents and siblings, where most cases will embrace children born to married parents, and, on the other hand, an increasing proportion of children growing up with a lone parent and no full siblings, but maybe with a network of half-siblings across different households. This will be the typical situation of children born in consensual unions.
The early writings on consensual unions in the Scandinavian setting emphasized the historical traditions, the gender equality between the parents and the similarities of cohabitation to marriage as institutions. Increasingly, attention is directed towards another reality, in particular when children are put at the centre. This study has shown that, for children, being born in a consensual union has several implications: the risk of dissolution is persistently high in spite of its diffusion to larger segments of society; they are likely to be born into a precarious socioeconomic situation; they are more likely to live with their mother than their father after dissolution; their family experience evades public surveillance; and they are not likely to have siblings with whom they have common parents. As we have seen, these aspects are partly due to selectivity and partly to a 'cohabitation effect', but to children this distinction may be of less importance. What may be of importance is the symbolic meaning of the parents' union type, which bears very different implications for children born in marriage in comparison to those born in consensual unions.
